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Panama's Legislative Assembly passed a bill establishing an autonomous region (comarca) for two
Guaymi Indian groups the Ngobe and Bugle in the western provinces of Bocas del Toro, Veraguas,
and Chiriqui. The law, which is expected to go into effect by the end of January, does not include
withdrawal of a copper-mining concession awarded by the government in 1995 within the territory
of the proposed comarca. Nevertheless, submitting mineral rights and other forms of development
in the area for their approval was one of the Guaymi's major demands in an intense campaign to
secure guarantees for traditional indigenous rights (see NotiSur , 05/16/96, and NotiCen, 10/24/96).
The decision to press forward with comarca legislation, 26 years after it was first proposed, came
after months of protests and demonstrations by tribal members. Some 300 Guaymi marched 400 km
to Panama City last October to mount demonstrations at the Canadian Embassy and the offices of
Panacobre, the Canadian firm that has the concession to mine copper at Cerro Colorado in Chiriqui
province. President adopts a more conciliatory stance Since the height of the protests in October and
November, President Ernesto Perez Balladares's response has been more conciliatory than it was in
August, when talks with Guaymi general congress president Marcelino Montezuma collapsed. In
October, the president met with protest leaders and held talks on the comarca and mining issues.
Under presidential instructions, the cabinet subsequently produced a comarca bill. The president's
approach to the issue combines a willingness to grant comarca status with obdurate resistance
to any change in national mining policy. In a November speech, he said he did not understand
why the Guaymi opposed the Cerro Colorado mine. "With the shortage of jobs that exists today,
Panamanians cannot ignore scarce sources of employment because of demands from a small part of
the indigenous population," said Perez Balladares.
The president's position is that the comarca law satisfies the need to respect indigenous culture
and traditions, but that this respect should not lead to the creation of a "state within a state." "That
would only mean isolation of the Guaymi outside Panama's national structure," said the president.
"What is worse, it would remove any real possibility that they could overcome their limitations and
difficulties." Legislature passes comarca law, but with amendments Perez Balladares ordered the
Legislative Assembly into special session on Jan. 13 to consider the administration bill for a Guaymi
comarca. The bill calls for a comarca of 694,000 ha covering parts of Bocas del Toro, Veraguas, and
Chiriqui provinces. This is half of the 1.31 million ha the Guaymi had originally asked for but was
enough to satisfy the general congress leadership.
Still, what emerged is only a partial victory for the Guaymi. During the final debate on the bill held
Jan. 16, the Assembly approved a version that altered the comarca boundaries as set out during
the first debate. Guaymi leaders accused legislators from the three provinces of making changes in
the bill to satisfy local economic and electoral interests. Guaymi chief Gabriela Caballero accused
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Assembly Deputy Benicio Robinson from Bocas del Toro of removing Santa Catalina in Veraguas
province from the comarca boundaries so that logging interests could exploit the forests located
there without having to seek permission from the Guaymi.
Guaymi leaders also accused Robinson of resorting to violence and other aggressive tactics to swing
land deals in the provinces. They charged that the comarca boundaries were gerrymandered for the
benefit of deputies from the region facing reelection. Robinson denied the charges, insisting that
he had no business interests in Santa Catalina and that he had led an effort to reforest 50 ha of land
in the area. Besides spelling out the geographical boundaries of the comarca, the law establishes
regulations governing property rights and the procedures permitting the sale of land within it.
The law also allows for Guaymi participation in the discussion of tourist, mining, and energy
projects proposed for land located within the comarca. In a major concession by the Guaymi general
congress, the law cedes ultimate political authority to the provincial government. Mining concession
still an issue Guaymi demands for a comarca were closely linked to concerns about copper mining
in Cerro Colorado and elsewhere in the provinces, but the administration has sought to separate the
two issues.
The new legislation does not concede enough autonomy to permit the Guaymi to veto objectionable
mining operations. Administration officials explained that there was a distinction between the land
rights that go with the new comarca and the right to control subsoil resources, which belong to
the nation and cannot be surrendered. The officials have also said that mineral exploitation may
still take place in the comarca and that the new law recognizes Guaymi concerns by providing
procedures for consulting with the Guaymi on future mining concessions. [Sources: Reuter, 10/17/96;
Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 11/22/96, 11/29/96; Tico Times (Costa
Rica), 11/15/96, 12/06/96; El Siglo (Panama), 11/18/96, 11/29/96, 12/04/96, 12/10/96, 12/13/96, 01/07/97,
01/13/97; El Panama America, 01/11/97, 01/17/97]
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